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ception that “gods, machines, animals, monsters, creepy crawlies, women, 
servants and slaves and non citizens in general” are “others” to man (2007, 
10). Rather than outrightly rejecting these binaries, Rachilde’s novel plays 
with stereotypes that conflate women, animals and machines as the opposite 
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of men. For example, in the above passage from the novel, Laure escapes 
“between the pieces of iron and glass that slashed her skin, but still carrying 
her ferocious male that clung to her neck” (Rachilde 1993, 269). Laure is a 
hybrid of industrial materials who still embodies the maternal image of a 
mother cat carrying her baby. Even in this amalgam, the woman is still 
trapped and contained. 

However, by the 1990s, the feminist ethic of care, developed by pio- 
neers in the field Josephine Donovan and Carol J. Adams, affirms the 
often perceived “feminine” values of attention, compassion and commu- 
nication as the basis of an ethical practice. “The feminist ethic of care 
regards animals as individuals who do have feelings, who can communi- 
cate those feelings, and to whom therefore humans have moral obliga- 
tions” (Donovan and Adams 2007, 2-3). Rachilde herself became an 
animal rights activist after seeing experiments conducted on mice as a lab 
assistant in her youth, during which she also experienced sexual harass- 
ment. The author henceforth claimed to distrust men in science 
(Hawthorne 1987, 190). According to Donovan and Adams, the feminist 
care tradition can be traced back to the animal defense and the anti- 
vivisection movements of the nineteenth century, whose supporters argued 
the cruel rationalism of science and the invasion of women’s and animal’s 
bodies (Donovan and Adams 2007, 8). 

We will now turn to a cultural history of cats, who at the turn of the 
century elucidated the perceived link between animals and female sexual- 
ity as well as bohemia (Kete 1995, 123). Quoting Champfleury’s belief 
that to understand cats “one must be a woman or a poet,” Kete writes, 
“The nineteenth century’s appreciation of the cat rested for a long time on 
these two adjunct ideals contained uneasily within bourgeois culture. 
Within the logic of pet keeping, cats were feminine, philosophical or both” 
(Kete 1995, 126). Because cats may represent “both,” they subvert tradi- 
tional dialectics, which would oppose females and philosophy or the arts. 
As Kete argues, the configurations of “human and animal, outsider and 
insider, being and non being” were in transition in nineteenth-century 
culture (Kete 1995, 133). Cats are, thus, the ultimate embodiment for the 
female artist or writer who does not conform to traditional dualistic think- 
ing. Conversely, cats, synonymous with promiscuity and bohemia, were 
rehabilitated into bourgeois culture at the fin de siècle (Kete 1995, 116). If 
cats at the end of the century had a place in the bourgeois interior, does 
this mean that “cat-women” were finally assimilated into French society, 
and, in effect, tamed? 
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While cats have coexisted among humans for thousands of years, it was 
not until the mid-nineteenth century that cats became a celebrated symbol 
of the avant-garde. A 2007 study by scientist Carlos A. Driscoll suggests 
that cats were domesticated in the Near East during Neolithic times, when 
the first agricultural societies developed (Handwerk 2018, np). As villag- 
ers began to store wheat and barley, cats protected the grain from rodents. 
Snaring and devouring pesky mice in storehouses, cats have been an inte- 
gral part of farm life for centuries. However, as cities encroached upon 
rural communities, felines were forced to adapt to urban life—either as 
endearing bourgeois pets or as scavengers evading starvation or internment. 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, while purposeful 
breeding for pedigreed cats began in England, Louis Pasteur’s germ the- 
ory had altered the public view of street animals as filthy, diseased and 
hazardous (Wastlhuber 1991, 6). This time gave rise to the fourrière, 
stemming from the word fourrure or “fur,” which is an impound lot for 
cars, lost objects or animals (Rubin 2003, 10). According to a mandate 
created on February 28, 1839, in Paris, stray animals would be placed in 
cages and watched by a guard. If the animals appeared to be carrying a 
contagious disease, a vet would place them in an isolated area (Larousse 
1991, 685). As frightening, possibly sick creatures who lived on the fringes 
of society, cats represented the avant-garde spirit. Kete writes, “Like the 
intellectual, the cat held in limbo, so to speak, values forced to the margins 
of bourgeois life including the supreme individualism of genius and the 
liberty and integrity of an artist who refused to be sold out” (Kete 1995, 
125). According to Laurence Bobis, an art historian, cats were part of an 
aesthetic that overturned cultural norms, favoring that which is deviant, 
diabolical, magical and sexual (Bobis 2012, 122). The association between 
the mysterious, somewhat independent nature of felines, female sensuality 
and the imagination is not unique to modernity. Claiming to be a histo- 
riogriffe, a pun on historiography and claws, Jules Champfleury writes that 
cats have been linked to women and the fantastic since ancient Egypt. 
“Women, fantasy, cats! How to visibly trace this mysterious connection 
that links together such a trilogy?/ Femmes, Fantaisie, Chats! Comment 
tracer visiblement le mystérieux trait d'union qui relie une telle trilogie?” 
(Champfleury et al. 1870, 119). Certainly, in Jean de La Fontaine’s fable 
“The Cat Metamorphosed into a Woman,” written in 1668, the protago- 
nist successfully wishes for his cat to turn into a woman. However, when 
his new bride spends all of her time chasing mice instead of being with 
him, he is terribly disappointed. 
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Cats are a symbol of feminine sexuality: the double entendre of la chatte 
means a female cat and female genitalia. In the words of Baudelaire, in “Le 
Chat,” “Now while my fingertips caress at leisure/, Your head and wiry 
curves,/ And that my hand’s elated with the pleasure/, Of your electric 
nerves,/ I see my woman in spirit... / Lorsque mes doigts caressent à loisir/ 
Ta tête et ton dos élastique/ Et que ma mains’enivre du plaisir/ De palper 
ton corps électrique,/ Je vois ma femme en esprit...” (Baudelaire 1995, 82). 
The alternating possessive adjectives (“mes,” “ta,” “ton,” “ma,” “ton,” 
“ma”) (my, your, my, your, my) provoke the image of a sexual exchange 
in which the cat is a surrogate for a woman (Baudelaire 1995, 82). Aside 
from arousing fantasies, the perceived link between females and cats has 
often been misogynistic. In “Origine de la femme, ou la Queue du chat” 
(1843), the author modifies the Book of Genesis. Instead of Adam’s rib, 
woman was created from the tail of a cat. According to the author, this 
origin explains the seduction and treachery of women: “Let’s scold snarl- 
ing, wicked, rancorous women, who, from the clever cat, by their own 
bite, /Have in their hearts the tail, and the claw, and the teeth [of a 
cat]/ Laissons gronder femmes hargneuses, acariâtres, rancuneuses, qui, du 
chat malin, par leurs propres mordants, /Ont dans leur ceur la queue, et la 
griffe, et les dents/” (Anonymous 1843, 6). The author claims that wom- 
en’s supposedly vicious nature is as harmful as cat’s claws and teeth. 

L’Animale also alludes to the origin myth in relation to cats but focuses 
on the “queue,” which means tail and is also a colloquial expression for 
the male genital organ. Rachilde claims that cats cannot resist dangling, 
serpentine objects because their ancestor was Eve’s cat, who observed 
Satan’s snake. 


That’s their folly, their ideal. They see it from every side, on every rug, in 
every rut. The true poets that they are, they would leave their cat food to 
follow, the thread of the Virgin in the air./ 


C’est leur folie, leur idéal, ils le voient de tous les côtés, dans tous les tapis, dans 
toutes les ornières, sur les meubles et sur les toits. En vrais poètes qu'ils sont, ils 
lâcheraient la pâtée pour aller suivre, dans Pair le passage d’un fil de la Vierge. 
(Rachilde 1993, 23) 


For the author, cats are true poets because they see the spiritual in all that 
exists in their never-ending quest to hunt the primeval serpent. 

Rachilde reworks Baudelaire’s poetic mission addressed to the reader 
of Les Fleurs du mal to note that which is evil: “It’s the Devil that holds 
the thread of all that moves us!/ C’est le Diable qui tient les fils qui nous 
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remuent!” (Baudelaire 1995, 49). As “poets,” cats are transfixed with the 
strings that the grand puppet master (Satan in the case of Baudelaire, the 
Virgin in the case of Rachilde) dangles. The novel adds feral cats to the 
Baudelairian menagerie of vices, which includes jackals, panthers, mon- 
keys, scorpions and snakes as vicious beings that are less threatening than 
the vice of boredom (Baudelaire 1995, 50). “Transfigured by Baudelaire, 
the cat can incarnate both woman and man, the singular and the multiple, 
the lover, the wise man and the poet himself/ Transfiguré par Baudelaire, 
le chat peut incarner tout à la fois la femme et l’homme, Pun et le multiple, 
Vamoureux, le savant et le poète lui-même” (Bobis 2012, 122). 

Due to their quixotic nature and their refusal of domination, many 
rebellious artists and writers of the time related to cats. James H. Rubin 
states that sensitive souls, including women, poets and novelists, under- 
stood felines because they too “are moved by a nervous system of exqui- 
site delicacy” (Rubin 2003, 15). Huysmans, the leader of the Decadent 
movement and a tremendous influence on Rachilde, felt a symbiotic rela- 
tionship with cats, and he believed that gutter cats had more dignity than 
dogs. He revealed to Georges Docquois that in terms of animals, “I don’t 
truly like cats; I love them insanely, for their positive traits in spite of their 
numerous defects. I wouldn’t know how to live without a cat/Je n’nime, 
en vérité que les chats; mats je les aime déraisonnablement, pour leur qualités 
et en dépit de leurs nombreux défauts...je ne saurais vivre sans un chat” 
(Docquois 1895, 165-166). 

The black cat in Manet’s Olympia was one of the most celebrated and 
scorned cats in nineteenth-century painting. Cham’s famous caricature of 
the painting features an enraged dark feline with an erect tail, alluding to 
the prostitute’s sexuality and the possible disease of syphilis. The cat, with 
its back arched and tail raised, confronts the viewer with its direct gaze. 
The feline is connected to both the reclining prostitute and the domestic 
servant and is thus associated with forced servitude and subversion. The 
cat’s presence could thus also represent Manet himself. Both uninhibited 
artists and cats are bound by economic constraints and are dependent on 
others. “So the cat, even more than Olympia herself, was the artist’s alter 
ego, a symbolic stand-in” (Rubin 2003, 20). 

As in some ways a textual interpretation of Olympia, Thérèse Raquin 
includes the inauspicious character of François, Madame Raquin’s cat, 
which boldly watches Laurent and Thérèse. “He examined them with 
care, without blinking his eyes, lost in a sort of diabolical ecstasy/I/ sem- 
blait les examiner avec soin, sans cligner les paupières, perdu dans une sorte 
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d’extase diabolique” (Zola 1953, 63). Extending her hands like claws and 
arching her back, Thérèse jokingly pretends to speak for him to reveal the 
lovers’ illicit affair: “Monsieur and Madame are kissing very hard in the 
bedroom/Monsieur et Madame sembrassent très fort dans la chambre” 
(Zola 1953, 64). In this metamorphosis, Zola suggests the mutable 
boundaries between women and cat, which is not limited by physique or 
language. Both are supposedly diabolical in nature. 

While often considered sexist in spirit, the prints of Swiss Symbolist art- 
ist Félix Vallotton, who created a portrait of Rachilde for Le Livre des 
masques in 1898, pair women, cats and literature, often in interior spaces. 
In La Paresse (1896), a nude woman reclines face down on a black-and- 
white-patterned quilt stroking a cat. As both the women and the cat are 
uniformly white with little detail, it appears that the cat is simply another 
appendage of the woman. Similarly, in Vallotton’s woodcut Ex Libris 
L. Joly, created for a patron who owned a bookshop, a black cat crouches 
in the shadows as two white cats drawn with simple lines blend into the 
scattered pages of an assortment of books. Featuring a haphazard arrange- 
ment of books defying order and logic and overturned by cats, the wood- 
cut manifests the essence of the Decadent movement. The above examples 
illustrate a history of French writing on felines’ relationship to both avant- 
garde art and femininity, primarily from a male perspective. In the next 
section, we will evaluate the ways in which Rachilde’s hybrid characters 
bolster and permeate gender and species lines. 


6.3 FELINE FRANKENSTEIN: RACHILDE’S ARTIFICIAL 
ARTIST-ANIMALS 


Unlike the works discussed in previous chapters, L’Animale does not 
focus on an artist protagonist who could be associated with the impres- 
sionist movement, but, instead, a particular literary and artistic trope of 
the fin de siécle. In the novel, while Laure lives in an apartment that for- 
merly belonged to a photographer, the novel describes the cats that leap 
across its rooftops as the true artists. They are “true poets” and “ballet 
dancers” (Rachilde 1983, 23-24). The author proposes a Decadent varia- 
tion on the artist as animal myth, in which female animals animate their 
creations with technical artifice. Such dynamic art forms reflect the per- 
forming and proto-cinematic arts of the turn of the century. Photographer 
Eadweard Muybridge created the first motion picture called The Horse in 
Motion in 1878, which captured the full range of motion of a horse’s legs 
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when galloping. Rachilde’s novel also makes allusion to the shadow the- 
ater of the Chat Noir cabaret, opened in 1881, in which moving silhou- 
ettes created fantastical images (Fields 1993, 33). The myriad of arts in the 
Belle Epoque liberated the psyche and made the impossible now possible— 
shifting and reshaping formerly concrete categories such as man, woman, 
human and animal. 

L’Animale commences with Laure, restlessly walking around her room 
at night, unable to sleep. “Decidedly her nerves revolted, and she could 
not find the reason for her painful insomnia that persecuted her for 
months/ Décidément ses neufs se révoltaient, et elle ne pouvait plus trouver la 
raison de ces insomnies douloureuses qui la persécutaient depuis ces mois” 
(Rachilde 1983, 15). Adhering to the Zola’s credo that writing must focus 
on “this victory of nerves over blood/ cette victoire des neufs sur le sang” 
(Zola 1879, x), the protagonist’s physiological system dominates her 
actions, operating without regard to “masculine” reason. Tormented by 
violent, nervous shakes, she becomes a nocturnal animal. However, the 
author rejects “nature” as a concrete and immutable construct separate 
from art and artifice. Her characters find themselves in an artificial jungle; 
they are wrapped in plastic vines and ravaged by beasts. 

Rachilde’s cat-women and artist-animals are not limited to L’Animale— 
but appear also in her most notorious work Monsieur Vénus, in which the 
sadistic Mademoiselle Raoule de Vénérande transforms Jacques Silvert, a 
florist and failed painter, into her “mistress.” This shocking reverse of gen- 
der roles is accompanied by the more traditional association of women 
with cats and men with dogs, a narrative found in Darwin’s works, which 
we will examine shortly. In Monsieur Vénus, Monsieur de Raittolbe, an 
aristocrat, asks for Raoule’s hand in marriage, “to chase the tiger in the 
Vénérande park, a tiger disguised as an amazon/pour chasser le tigre dans 
le parc de Vénérande, un tigre affublé d’une amazone” (Rachilde 1926a, 
20). The nobleman realizes the difficulty of taming this wild creature even 
though she is confined within her aristocratic milieu. Raoule has the spirit 
of an Amazon woman, a skillful female warrior according to Greek legend. 

Raoule, the tigress, dominates the weak and effeminate Jacques, who is 
compared to a dog. The privileging of the savage feminine fauve over the 
domesticated, male canine illustrates a shift toward a novel, Decadent aes- 
thetic that challenges gender roles. In the beginning of the novel, Jacques 
incarnates the myth of the artist-animal: 
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Under his dark eyebrow, his eye was strange, though with a stupid expres- 
sion. This man watched like suffering dogs beg, with a vague humidity on 
the eyeballs. These tears were always touching in an atrocious manner./ 


Sous son sourcil noir, assez délié, son wil était étrange, quoique d’une expression 
bête. Il regardait, cet homme, comme implorent les chiens souffrants, avec une 
vague humidité sur les prunelles. Ces larmes d'animal poignent toujours d’une 
manière atroce. (Rachilde 1926a, 20) 


Like Laforgue, Rachilde focuses on the gaze of the artist, expressing the 
“strangeness” of his eye and his animal expression. In The Expression of the 
Emotions in Humans and Animals, Darwin argues that humans and other 
animals share similar expressions of pain: “After prolonged suffering the 
eyes become dull and lack expression, and are often slightly suffused with 
tears. The eyebrows not raised are rendered oblique, which is due to their 
inner ends being raised” (Darwin 1872, 179). The suffering painter stares 
in a similar manner to a begging dog, suggesting his desire and emotional 
torment. Jacques’ association with a dog also illustrates his servile nature 
and Raoule’s dominance. As Darwin writes, “The feeling of affection of a 
dog towards his master is combined with a strong sense of submission, 
which is akin to fear” (Darwin 1872, 120). Dogs were the preferred pet of 
the bourgeoisie until the turn of the century. Cats were seen as indepen- 
dent, free spirits, which made them appealing to avant-garde painters and 
writers (Rubin 2003, 10). 

As dogs are considered domestic and cats are considered elusive and 
untamed, it is interesting that the former is associated with men and the 
latter is associated with women. In The Expression of the Emotions in 
Humans and Animals, Darwin himself describes these companion animals 
as gendered, using masculine pronouns to describe dogs and feminine 
ones for cats: 


She now stands upright with her back slightly arched, which makes the hair 
appear rather rough, but it does not bristle; her tail, instead of being 
extended and lashed from side to side...Let it further be observed how 
widely different is the whole bearing of an affectionate cat from that of a 
dog, when his body crouching and flexuous, his tail lowered and wagging, 
and ears depressed, he caresses his master. (Darwin 1872, 57) 


Whereas the female cat lashes its tail in anger, the male dog wags its tail in 
affection and cuddles with his master. Rachilde’s féline fatale was built on 
a particular archetype of women as flighty, cryptic and cruel as opposed to 
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doglike men who are supposedly transparent and straightforward. The 
“cat-woman” figure, reinforced by natural sciences and popularized by art 
and literature, became a miscreant of modernity. 

In contrast, dogs tended to represent the bourgeois, and, sometimes, 
the banal. As an obedient companion and a mediocre painter, the doglike 
Jacques herds together a group of sheep in his pastoral painting. However, 
he fails to paint in a naturalistic manner. “From a quick glance, Raoule 
embraced a landscape without air, where five or six sheep were stuck 
together on tender grass with such a respect to laws of perspective that by 
borrowing them from each other, two of them seemed to possesses five 
legs/ D'un coup Weil rapide, Raoule embrassa un paysage sans air, où 
rageusement cing ou six moutons ankylosés passaient du vert tendre, avec un 
tel respect des lois de la perspective, que par voie d'emprunt, deux d’entre eux 
paraissaient posséder cing pattes” (Rachilde 1926a, 30). The gaze shifts 
from Jacques to Raoule, who glances rapidly (“D'un coup doeil rapide”) 
at the unrealistic looking sheep who appear stiff and deformed (“ankylo- 
sés”) with extraneous limbs. The rigidity of these animal forms contrasts 
with the energetic movement of the cats in L’Animale. 

Furthermore, Rachilde highlights the contradiction that adherence to 
the laws of perspective distorts reality, possibly critiquing academic training 
as untrue to nature. Rachilde also denies the possibility of natural expression 
unmediated by artifice. Raoule is an artist herself because she replaces that 
which is assumed to be “natural” with craft. As a final creative act after 
Jacques death, Raoule commissions a sculpture in his image, integrating his 
hair, eyelashes, teeth and nails with wax and metal. “A spring, arranged 
inside the flanks, corresponds to the mouth and animates it/ Un ressort, 
disposé à l’intérieur des flancs, correspond a la bouche et Panime” (Rachilde 
1926a, 91). A.E. Carter writes that artificiality is the key component of 
Decadent literature, which delighted in the nature-culture division. “They 
accepted civilization as corrupt, but take a perverse pleasure in that very cor- 
ruption, preferring the civilized to the primitive and the artificial to the 
natural” (Carter 1978, 25). In Monsieur Vénus, Rachilde thus proposes an 
aesthetic that does not stem from the body of the artist-animal, but rather 
one that incorporates his body parts into an animate, artificial machine. 

Conceived in a laboratory experiment and born under angelica plants, 
the cat-woman protagonist of L’Animale incarnates the Rachildian ideal 
of the synthetically natural. Laure’s association with the “angélique,” pos- 
sessing a saintly name and medicinal qualities, but also an appearance simi- 
lar to poisonous species of plants, reinforces the dualistic perception of 
women at the time. Born with green veins under white skin (“vertes sur sa 
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peau blanche”), Laure is portrayed as a species of flora in addition to feline. 
Laure’s varying descriptions as a cat, a plant and a machine illustrate the 
uncertain and mutable place of women (as well as humanity in general) 
during the Belle Epoque. I emphasize the ways in which Rachilde’s focus 
on the nonhuman liberates, to some extent, women from customary roles 
as well as literary convention. 

Laure’s mechanical nature stems from her father’s profession as a 
robotic notary, “The mechanic for money/La mécanique pour argent,” 
and her parents’ inability to conceive naturally (Rachilde 1993, 32). They 
instead decide to “fabricate” a child by concocting aphrodisiacs and 
potions to nourish her (Rachilde 1993, 33). “After the birth of their 
daughter, their kitchen still looked like a chemistry laboratory / Après la 
naissance de leur fille, leur cuisine conserva des allures de laboratoire de chi- 
mie” (Rachilde 1993, 33). Formed by a cocktail of organic and synthetic 
material, the protagonist is an artistic creation akin to Jacques in Monsieur 
Vénus or Frankenstein’s monster. In integrating fictionalized practices of 
artificial fertilization into her novel, Rachilde’s narrative circumvents the 
need for a nuclear family and thus defies literary convention. 

Decadent authors were hostile to maternity, which they found banal, and 
often created female characters who were sterile (de Palacio 1993, 237). This 
period had witnessed dramatic achievements in reproductive science, such as 
artificial insemination in 1884, by physician William Pancoast (Bryant 2013, 
np). In 1890, scientist Walter Heap produced the first successful embryo 
transfer in rabbits (Biggers 1991, 173). Birth control methods also improved 
after rubber prophylactics were produced in the mid-nineteenth century 
(Youssef 1993, 226-228). Such innovations afforded women more freedom 
to choose whether to become mothers, partake in unorthodox sexual prac- 
tices or to create alternative families. L’Animale illustrates new configurations 
of family relationships within this era of industrial and scientific break- 
throughs—where the concept of “natural” diminished. 

For Rachilde, perversion and bestiality equate to sexual liberation. After 
Laure leaves the fertile vegetable garden of her family farm for Henri’s 
towering apartment building in Paris, this plant-like woman becomes con- 
sumed by sexual and maternal sentiments for cats. These animals thus 
become substitutes for both lovers and children. 


The black cat rubbed itself against her breasts, the gray cat was frolicking 
with the longest lock of hair, while the wild cat was rolling on the pale cat, 
one above, the other below, a rapid coil, turning in the opposite direction in 
a horrible tangle./ 
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Le chat noir se frottait contre ses seins, le chat gris folätrait avec la mèche la plus 
longue, pendant que le chat fauve se roulait sur le chat bléme, Pun dessus, 
l'autre dessous, bobines enragées, tournant en sens inverse et mélant l’échevean 
très affreusement. (Rachilde 1993, 23) 


Laure experiences an orgy on the rooftops in which the cats became inter- 
laced in a confused and upside-down frenzy. The chaos of the cats mating, 
infusing human with beast, shatters fixed conceptions of sexuality and 
identity, turning them literally and figuratively “on their heads.” 

The expressions “one above,” “the other below” and “turning in the 
opposite direction” present a perverse version of the nonsexual jumbled, 
tumbling “flying course between man and animal” between Anatole and 
Vermillon in Manette Salomon (Goncourt 1996, 229), which fuses 
together the two species. According to Debarati Sanyal, Laure’s inter- 
mingling with beasts mocks naturalistic theories on hereditary as deter- 
mining one’s fate as well as gender stereotypes of women being closer to 
animals than men (Sanyal 2006, 147). Sanyal writes, “In the absence of 
utopian spaces for alternative identities and desires, the body itself 
becomes a crucial site for resistance of the dominant modes of produc- 
tion and reproduction” (Sanyal 2006, 148). As I will later discuss, the 
“utopian space” found in the novel is on the rooftop, immediately out- 
side of the home, where Laure can escape the need for companionship 
with her rationally minded, dominant lover through her liaisons 
with cats. 

Laure’s familial connection with her pet cat challenges traditional defi- 
nitions of motherhood. When Laure encounters Lion for the first time, 
she crawls and watches him “on four legs/à quatre pattes,” altering her 
position to that of an animal: 


the young woman contemplated him, completely moved by a pure emotion, 
fairly delighted in the ecstasies of maternity. Isolated by all that could give 
him the means to react, to come up with 4 reason, according to the bour- 
geoise expression of Henry Alban, she came to love this frail animal with the 
love of a female animal for her young./ 


la jeune femme le contemplait tout émue d’une émotion pure, presque ravie 
dans les extases de la maternité. Isolée de tout ce qui pouvait lui donner les 
moyens de réagir, de se faire une raison, selon l'expression bourgeoise d'Henri 
Alban, elle s'était mise à aimer ce fréle animal d’un amour de femelle pour son 
petit. (Rachilde 1993, 142) 
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On the one hand, this passage reinforces stereotypes about women 
being closer to nature—juxtaposing Laure’s “emotion” with Henri’s “rea- 
son.” Laure is a “femelle,” a word used for animals. On the other, it reveals 
a special communion that escapes masculine understanding, echoing, 
albeit in a very different historical context, Donovan and Adams’ emphasis 
on compassion and love as part of the feminist care ethic, which focuses on 
attentiveness to both animal suffering and animal welfare (Donovan and 
Adams 2007, 3). One could draw parallels between Laure and Lion’s inti- 
macy and Virginia Woolf’s imagined connection between Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning and her dog in Flush (1933). In Weil’s interpretation of 
the book, she argues that the love between dog and mistress not only shat- 
ters taboos regarding kinship and intimacy between species but also liber- 
ates the patriarchal constraints that both subjects endure (Weil 2012, 
81-85). Furthermore, love between humans and pets help expand one’s 
identity beyond the narrow scope of the human (Weil 2012, 84). 

The same year as Woolf’s text was published, Colette, who attended 
Rachilde’s salon every Tuesday, published a similar story to L’Animale 
titled La Chatte (1933), which may enhance our reading of L’Animale 
(1893). Colette sent a dedicated copy of her novella to Rachilde, which 
read, “To Rachilde, the story of her territory, — everything that is cat-like 
belongs to her. Her friend, Colette/À Rachilde, Cette histoire de son pays, — 
tout ce qui est chat lui appartient. Son amie, Colette” (Dauphiné 1991, 65). 
In Colette’s tale, Camille, a fast-driving modern female who is obsessed 
with roadsters, is jealous of her fiancé Alain’s extreme affection for his cat 
Saha—which he treats almost as a mistress or a child. Camille attempts to 
kill her feline rival by throwing her off the balcony, but the cat survives. 
Camille’s lack of affection for the cat challenges the assumption that women 
are compassionate, maternal and closer to animals than men. While Camille 
speeds off in a car, Alain sits hand in hand with his cat with fall foliage in 
the background. “Alain half reclining played, with one palm straightened 
and made hollow like a paw, with the first chestnuts of August, green and 
spiky/ Alain à demi couché jouait, d’une paume adroite et creusée en patte, 
avec les premiers marrons d'août, verts et hérissé?” (Colette 1933, 165). With 
Camille, a modern woman who smokes, drives fast and unapologetically 
walks around naked, this novel ends with Alain experiencing a catlike meta- 
morphosis—thus, the man becomes domestic as the woman becomes liber- 
ated. As this novella was produced in the decades leading to French 
women’s suffrage in 1945, it illustrates the stark contrast of L’Animale in 
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which cats were linked to tensions regarding the containment and libera- 
tion of females. Additionally, in contrast to Saha, a treasure from Alain’s 
childhood who represents for him the comfort and stability of family life, 
Lion is a feral cat that is brought into a domestic interior and experiences 
difficulties adjusting. “She found him in the street, next to the mouth of a 
gutter, stuck on the sidewalk/ Elle avait trouvé dans la rue, près d’une 
bouche d’égont, accroché au trottoir” (Rachilde 1993, 142). Both Lion and 
Laure, like many women in the nineteenth century, occupy an unstable 
space between familial tranquility and life in the gutter. 


6.4 FROM BALCONIES TO GLASS CEILINGS: WORKING 
WOMEN IN MODERNITY 


The fact that women were afforded some freedom outside of the home at 
the end of the nineteenth century but still could not fully support them- 
selves strengthens their parallel to cats. Historians have argued that the fin 
de siècle was a time of crisis, during which traditional republican and family 
values collapsed. Instead, the Belle Epoque could be considered a moment 
of societal and feminine progress rather than moral degeneration (Roberts 
2005, 4). As Roberts writes, “In rejecting a strictly domestic future, then, 
the new woman could be counted among those fin-de-siécle rebels who 
broadly challenged liberal ideals, thus initiating their disintegration or 
decay” (Roberts 2005, 4). One ideology that “New Women” subverted 
was the assumption that women were destined to be wives and mothers. 
This concept was threatening to the order of the Patrie, which had 
assigned women the duty of raising upright male citizens. 

While girls were allowed an education, most vocational schools pre- 
pared them for familial duties, such as sewing, household management 
and child-rearing (Elwitt 1975, 283). Although approximately one-third 
of laborers were women in 1866, most worked as maids or clothing and 
textile producers (Linda Clark 2008, 6). Operating either in industrial 
factories or in the home, the women of modernity, like Rachilde’s charac- 
ters, were infused into domestic and machine life. In addition, many work- 
ing women during this time were forced into prostitution, which was legal 
with restrictions, just to afford basic necessities such as food, clothing and 
toiletries. In 1878, it was estimated that there were 23,000 unregistered 
prostitutes in France (Larousse 1991, np). Although women had made 
social progress, many still depended on liaisons with men for economic 


6 FELINE FATALE: THE NEW WOMAN AS CAT-WOMAN IN RACHILDE’S.... 213 


stability. The rhetoric of the Third Republic gave the impression of sup- 
porting gender equality. However, in actuality, women were not granted 
equal rights as citizens. Article 213 of the Napoleonic Code ordered that 
women must submit to their husbands and exercise their “marital duty/ 
devoir conjugale” (Plazy 2003, 8). It was often necessary that women turn 
to marriage, an institution which Rachilde claimed to despise despite her 
own marital status, to temper economic insecurity (Daubié 1870, 13). 

In L’Animale, Laure is declared unfit for marriage because of her past 
sexual experience. The protagonist is thus neither a wife, nor a mother, 
nor a professional woman. Her ambiguous role illustrates the lack of clear 
identity for many women during the fin de siécle and the difficulty for 
women to gain independence. When Laure believes that her lover Henri 
has returned for her: 


She forgot her sad musings of the day, her abandonment in the abyss of her 
crystal cage of yellow silk; she even forgot her quasi-philosophical reflections 
about women who are the intermediaries between the feline species and the 
human species. / 


Elle oubliait ses songes tristes de la journée, son abandon au fond de sa cage de 
cristal et de soie jaune; elle oubliait même ses réflexions quasi philosophiques à 
propos des femmes qui sont les intermédiaires entre l'espèce féline et l'espèce 
humaine. (Rachilde 1993, 154) 


Laure, trapped in a photographer’s apartment with no means of build- 
ing a life on her own, is like an animal trapped in a cage or a housecat 
waiting for its master. Claiming to occupy the space between humanity 
and animality, Laure reveals the fact that she has no established position in 
modern society. 

Laure’s cage is at once industrial and natural—made of silk and crys- 
tal—possibly referencing the Crystal Palace of London, which exhibited 
new examples of technology during the Great Exhibition of 1851. Glass 
became an increasingly common building material in Paris during the sec- 
ond half of the nineteenth century, which Walter Benjamin describes as 
means of constructing a dreamlike utopia of industrial capitalism (2003, 
7). Detailing the proliferation of glass in the Third Republic, Hannah 
Scott argues that the material served as a barrier between women and chil- 
dren and the public sphere (Scott 2016, 20). While glass or crystal gives 
the phantasmagoric illusion of freedom, it binds Laure within transparent 
walls in a luxurious cage. After Laure’s lover departs and she is left alone 
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with her pet cat, the two suffer from poverty and starvation. “She had to 
create new resources, but luxury pets do not work, and shivering, Laure 
thought about the only career permitted for pretty females—prostitution/ I 
lui faudrait se créer de nouvelles ressources, mais les bêtes de luxe ne travail- 
lent pas, et Laure songea en frissonnant a ce seul métier permis aux jolies 
femelles, a la prostitution” (233). Laure, once a kept woman (or a luxury 
pet), worries about becoming like “the young, skinny cats from the 
gutters/ces jeunes chats maigres des gouttières” (Rachilde 1993, 233). 
Without any vocational training, Laure’s only means of survival is prosti- 
tution. She exclaims: “Let’s see! I have to choose: fall off a rooftop and be 
smashed on the street or find a man” (Rachilde 1993, 241). Like a cat in 
the city, if Laure wants to survive, she must leave the rooftops and become 
the companion of a man. 

Echoing Gervaise Macquart’s desperation in Zola’s L’Assommoir 
(1877), Laure is forced to turn to the city streets. “She wanted a man, and 
she would bravely hunt her game until the light of day!... Walking along 
the feverous boulevards, in this humid weather, releasing violent odors 
from all of the perfume shops and flower stands, she was whipped by vio- 
lent desires/Elle voulait un homme et elle chasserait son gibier bravement 
jusqu'au petit jour! A se promener dans ln fièvre des boulevards, par ce 
temps mou, dégageant des ordeurs violentes de tous les magasins de parfum- 
erie et de tous les éventaires de fleurs, elle fut fouettée de violents désirs” 
(Rachilde 1993, 244). Rather than as a victim, Laure is depicted here as a 
wild cat that stalks her prey (“gibier”) within the flowers sold in the con- 
crete jungle of Paris. The protagonist’s sexual desire, and not just financial 
desperation, is a driving motive for her to find a man. Rachilde envelopes 
the natural within the urbane setting of the city, illustrating that animal 
drives still lie in the heart of modern civilization. 

The numerous references to gutters, sidewalks and streets in L’Animale 
establish the connection between alley cats and prostitutes. This lexical 
field portrays an urban phenomenon, in which creatures are forced to for- 
age the city streets. Laure, like the city cat, occupies an “in between space” 
between urbanite and beast. Laure is the embodiment of the modern 
woman who is bound by the laws of nature but still must function as part 
of the urban machine. It is thus fitting that Laure eventually does have a 
liaison in the Bois de Boulogne, a forest within Paris. In this passage, 
Laure’s comparison to a cat is empowering, and the hunted becomes the 
hunter: “The she-wolfs and lionesses are not dishonored because they 
want to eat a man!/ Et les louves et les lionnes ne sont pas déshonorées parce 
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quelles veulent manger de l’homme!” (Rachilde 1993, 244). Rather than 
depending on a male for food, the protagonists in L’Animale and La 
Panthère become man-eaters. As Ziegler points out, “Both tales show 
woman’s brain being used in the service of her instincts, keeping claws and 
hunting skills sharp, causing her to shun what Rachilde would qualify as 
the emasculated status of the indoor house pet that is watered, fed, and 
groomed into helplessness” (Ziegler 1998, 146). Whereas the feral cat is a 
scavenger, the lioness is a predator in her pseudo-natural environment. 

Whether seen as lionesses or, in the words of Degas, “dirty rat girls,” 
women’s perceived connection with animals was both a sign of empower- 
ment and degradation in the art world. The Ecole des Beaux-Arts did not 
permit women until 1897, a fact that the Journal des Femmes Artistes con- 
tested, prompting them to publish several pleas for the government to open 
art schools to women. In 1891, Elisabeth-Sophie Chéron, an artist, wrote 
an open letter to the government: “For the past sixty centuries, man has 
believed himself to be the King of Creation and will keep women in 
servitude/ Voila soixante siècles que l’homme se croit roi de la création et tien- 
dra la femme en servitude” (Chéron 1891, 5). Chéron dismisses the biblical 
creation myth that man dominates over all other creatures—arguing that 
women can be creators as well. Chéron’s complaint suggests a shift in world- 
view concerning the place of Man in the sense of both males and mankind, 
not only in the artistic sphere but also in the world at large. That same year, 
the journal praised animal painter Rosa Bonheur, who was admitted to the 
Jury in April 1891 and portrayed the female artist as one whose sensitivity 
toward other creatures makes her an outstanding creator (1891, 2). 

In contrast, the perceived interchangeability between women and ani- 
mals in the second half of the nineteenth century is misogynistic in Degas’ 
representation of ballerinas and of lower-class subjects as rats or “little 
monkey girls” (Richardson 2002). Degas’ chauvinistic mission corre- 
sponded with rise of popular entertainment forms that would epitomize 
Belle Epoque Paris in the years to come. According to art historian John 
Richardson, by the time Degas was painting ballerinas, the golden age of 
ballet had long been over and ballet was no longer considered a great art. 
“Ballet had sunk to the level of kitschy interludes in operas—interludes 
that allowed bored operagoers enticing glimpses of women’s usually con- 
cealed legs” (Richardson 2002). 

In L’Animale, the opera is replaced by the rooftops of Paris, a stage for 
a ballet of cats: “and the others pirouetting, lifting themselves off their 
sharp claws, like ballet dancers left themselves on their pointed toes, made 
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their tails wave beneath twinkling stars, crystal flowers blossoming on fab- 
ulous furry stems or fire jets at the end of lashing whips/et les autres, pir- 
ouettant, s’enlevant sur leurs griffes aiguës, comme des danseuses de ballet 
s’enlevant sur leurs pointes, faisaient onduler leurs queues au bout desquelles 
scintillaient des étoiles, fleurs de cristal s épanouissant sur de fabuleuses tiges 
poilues ou jets de feu terminant des coups de fouet” (Rachilde 1993, 24). 
Like Degas, Rachilde reduces the art form of ballet to a series of animal 
movements. The “pirouette” of the dancing cat is a natural expression of 
the body forgoing any training or perfection of the human form. The 
scene is described in terms of spectacular imagery—the sparkling stars and 
the crystal flowers are like gas lamps and set decorations, illuminated by 
fireworks and set to the beat of the lashing of tails. As the filmmaker Jean 
Renoir observed when accompanying his father Pierre-August, the impres- 
sionist painter, to the Cirque Fernando near Pigalle, “The flames of gas 
undulating under the wind currents spread an enchanting glow on the 
riders, the acrobats and the dancers in tutu/ Les flammèches de gaz ondu- 
lant sous les courants d'air répandaient une lueur chantante sur les écuyères, 
acrobates et danseuses en tutu” (Plazy 2003, 131). 

L’Animale coincides with the popularity of Belle Époque performances 
in dance halls, café concerts and cabarets such as Le Chat Noir in 
Montmartre. This infamous nightclub known for its iconic poster of a 
black cat was the meeting ground for writers, musicians and artists such as 
Laforgue, Erik Satie, Verlaine and Toulouse-Lautrec and, at least once, 
Sarah Bernhardt. In fact, Louis Germont, a theater critic, is reported to 
have said of Bernhardt: “Never was a woman more woman, in other 
words, more feline, more undulous, more troubling” (Roberts 2005, 172). 

In addition to weekly discussions of literature and art exhibitions, there 
were nightly performances such as singing, dancing and a puppet theater, 
which evolved into the spectacular Théâtre d’'Ombres, for which machin- 
ery created changes in light and special effects (Stephen Herbert 2002, 
73). Rodolphe Salis, an aspiring painter, opened a meeting place for the 
Hydropaths, a group of poets and writers, in 1881 at 84 Boulevard 
Rochechouart (Fields 1993, 10, Galbally 66). According to legend, the 
cabaret was named after a mangy stray black cat that was found during its 
renovation, which became its mascot for its wild and deviant nightlife. 
However, more likely, Salis chose the name because the black cat had been 
a common character in French tales and had become a symbol of artistic 
and sexual freedom (Fields 1993, 11). Similarly, at the turn of the century, 
a cat named Jules inhabited the Café de Suéde and sat beside the writers 
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and artists who frequented the establishment and always seemed to be 
“reading” (Docquois 1895, 4). 

In addition to linking felines and the bohemian, L’Animale highlights 
the perceived relationship between cats and the spectacular. 


Didn’t the black cat dream, on a carnival night, of having encountered a 
living star, a somber comet carrying a floss silk train? Who knows if the large 
black cat didn’t dream ... of falling from a fantastic leap, its four legs on a 
Persian moon or an angora star? / 


Le chat noir n’avait-il pas rêvé, une nuit de carnaval, de rencontrer un astre 
vivant, une comète sombre portant une traine de soie floche? Qui sait si le 
grand chat noir ne songeait pas, les soirs de rareté des chats, à tomber d’un bond 
fantastique, les quatre pattes sur une lune aux yeux pers, ou une étoile angora? 
(Rachilde 1993, 24) 


The cats’ adventures on the rooftop are a carnivalesque adventure of 
debauchery that releases the imagination. The interrogations “Didn’t the 
black cat dream/Le chat noir n’avait-il pas rêvé” and “Who knows if the 
large black cat didn’t dream/ Qui sait si le grand chat noir ne songeait pas” 
echo Michel de Montaigne’s famous question: “When I play with my cat, 
who knows if I am more of a pastime for her than she is for me?/Quand je 
me joue avec ma chatte, qui sait si elle passe son temps de moi plus que je ne 
fais delle?” (II, 332). The formulation “who knows/ qui sait” refuses the 
assumption that humans understand animal behavior and opens the 
possibility that animals can think, feel and, in Rachilde’s case, dream or 
imagine. In this sense, Rachilde espouses a similar criticism of Western 
metaphysics, which glorifies supposed human rationality, to Derrida, who 
challenges “thinking about what is meant by living, speaking, dying, 
being, and world as in being-in-the-world or being-within-the world, or 
being-with, being-before, being-behind, being-after, being and following 
[...]” (Derrida 2008, 11) In L’Animale, the Persian moon and the angora 
star reappropriate the night sky within the conceptual framework of the 
black cat, rather than a human perspective. Cats in the moonlight became 
a common image of the late nineteenth century. Adolphe Willette’s sign 
of a black cat sitting on a crescent moon could be found at the entryway 
of Le Chat Noir, inviting its audience to view nocturnal spectacles through 
new eyes (Fields 1993, 13). 

As Laure stares at the felines on her rooftop, the cats move about “All 
the working fireplaces, the army of thin, of distant, of indecisive beings, 
are barely outlined in the insane depths, in which squads are commanded 
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by giant factory smokestacks/ toutes les cheminées travailleuses, Parmée des 
maigres, des lointaines, des indécises, à peine esquissées dans des profondeurs 
folles, dont les escadrons sont commandés par les géantes cheminées des usines” 
(Rachilde 1993, 21). Rachilde creates a particular aesthetic involving a 
cat-woman, surrounded by a band of cats, leaping off buildings in the 
shadows of the cityscape in the moonlight. This scene conjures up imagery 
found later in the Batman series (created in 1939) of comic books, films 
and television programs, and the RKO Pictures film Cat People (1942). 
Similar to popular culture, the author links the urban images of chimneys 
and factories with marginalization (“thin, distant, indecisive beings”) and 
combat (“army” and “squad”). The city is portrayed as both urban jungle 
and battlefield, in which marginal creatures slip through the cracks 
to survive. 

As outdoor spaces that are still attached to the bourgeois apartment 
building, the rooftop and balcony are examples of nebulous zones that are 
free of clear social codes within a rigidly planned city. Plans for the restruc- 
turing of Paris were initially developed by le Comte de Rambuteau under 
Louis Philippe in 1833 after a cholera outbreak that had claimed approxi- 
mately 18,000 lives the previous year (Larbodiére 2012, 6-11). Haussmann 
continued in a massive scale by demolishing most of medieval Paris and 
reconstructing the city within a series of vertical and horizontal axes. The 
baron razed squalid housing developments in which up to 20 people 
would be living in a 25-square-meter apartment and replaced them with 
standardized, stone apartment buildings with strict building codes 
(Larbodière 2012, 6). 

A Haussmannian apartment building typically had five to seven floors, 
with balconies in the spacious apartments on the second floor, typically 
owned by the rich. The attic rooms on the top floor were often inhabited 
by the domestic help or were sometimes used as artist’s workshops. As a 
former photographer’s studio on the sixth floor, Laure’s small but well- 
decorated apartment provides accesses to the mansard roof, which was a 
key feature of Haussmann-era buildings. “This small photographer’s 
apartment on the sixth floor did not have an attic. The ceiling was the roof 
without a barrier between them. On this unified roof, one could hear the 
hopping of sparrows and the swallows/Ce petit appartement de photogra- 
phe situé au sixième n'avait pas de grenier, le plafond était le toit, et on s'était 
abstenu de le grillager. Sur cette toiture unie, on pouvait, à la saison, enten- 
dre sautiller les moineaux, les hirondelles” (Rachilde 1993, 19). 
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6.5 CINEMATIC CATS 


Haussmann’s renovations were inherently paradoxical. Although he 
employed the top architects from the traditional Grands Écoles, he insisted 
upon the use of modern materials “iron, nothing but iron/du fer, rien que 
le fer” (Haussmann 1979, 490). This material, as Benjamin points out, 
was the first artificial building material (2003, 4). Haussmann also focused 
on creating green spaces within the urban center. Thus, the cat-woman— 
who is part modern woman, part ancient lioness perched upon hilltops of 
concrete and steel—is paradigmatic of post-Haussmannian Paris. Cats 
dwelled within alleyways and on balconies and rooftops of the neatly orga- 
nized city. Huysmans claims that he saw hundreds of feral cats refuged on 
roofs, feasting upon crawling rats or cat food generously brought by the 
public. “There also are the cats of Halle-aux-vins; and it was a great joy for 
me to contemplate these three hundred independent creatures on top of 
the house of Fossés-Saint-Bernard/I/ y a aussi les chats de la Halle-aux- 
vins; et c'était pour moi une grande joie d’yeux que de contempler ces trois 
cents indépendants du haut d’une maison de la rue des Fossés-Saint-Bernard 
où perchait un mien ami” (Huysmans in Docquois 1895, 170). 
Also crawling with “independent cats,” Laure’s roof is a 


bizarre garden, planted with metal pipes, flowery weathervanes, frightening 
solitude ... whose wild grasses were represented by the rustling of scrap iron 
and the roughness of the roof tiles, a formidable country of which she 
became queen of the hour of the felines. / 


bizarre jardin, planté de tuyaux de tole, fleuri de girouettes, solitude effray- 
ante on soufflait une bise enragée, désert de pierre dont les folles herbes étaient 
représentées par le hérissement de la ferraille et les rugosités des tuiles, formi- 
dable pays dont elle devenait la reine à Vheure des chevanchées félines. (Rachilde 
1993, 194) 


The fantastical garden of tubes and stone is indicative of the nineteenth- 
century use of artificial materials to eradicate and replace plant life, as well as 
the displacement from rural to urban life. Transitioning from the lush coun- 
tryside to the increasingly industrialized city, Laure’s affinity with urban, feral 
cats represents an intermediary between the vegetal and the mechanic. 

In Laure’s fantastic world, she is the queen of the urban jungle and cats 
are her royal subjects. The term “girouette,” meaning weathervane or some- 
one who easily changes one’s mind, refers to the metal roosters spinning on 
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top of Paris buildings whose direction could not be fixed—indicating both 
social and agricultural mobility of the Third Republic. Fusing the rural and 
the industrial, Adolphe Alphand, whom Haussmann hired to build and ren- 
ovate parks, converted the quarry of Buttes Chaumont to an enormous park 
with an artificial mountain, lake, grotto and waterfall (Robert Herbert 1988, 
142). Benjamin emphasizes the way in which technological innovations, 
from architecture to the proto-cinematic panoramas, created by moving 
paintings moved with a crank, mimicked nature. “One sought tirelessly, 
through technical devices, to make panoramas the scene of a perfect imita- 
tion of nature. An attempt was made to reproduce the changing daylight in 
the landscape, the rising of the moon, the rush of the waterfalls” (Benjamin 
2003, 5). Through the use of technology, city dwellers were able to trans- 
port the countryside into the city (Benjamin 2003, 6). In the tradition of 
panoramas, Henri Rivière used “magic lamps” and puppets behind painted 
slides to give the illusion of one scene dissolving into the next in the Chat 
Noir cabaret “to have evoked a fleeting fairy-tale world, a dream that van- 
ished before the ravished eye had plumbed to the mystery of gossamer fragil- 
ity” (Stephen Herbert 2002, 74). Similarly, in 1894, one year after Rachilde 
published L’Animale, Etienne Jules Marey, distinguished French physiolo- 
gist created the world’s first cat film, which later served to solve the problem 
of whether a cat always landed on its feet while falling. 

Like the shadow box theater of the Chat Noir cabaret or the Panoramas 
that captured the industrial landscapes of Haussmannized Paris, the roof- 
tops in L’Animale are a fleeting fantastical space where anything is possi- 
ble. Laure opens her eyes, dries her tears and blinks in disbelief: 


[...] she was ecstatic. For a moment, the smokestacks amused her, for there 
were all sorts of them. Smokestacks covered with a mushroom retained by 
thin bridles, with top hats, with halos working during the day, drawing on 
the fresh air images of piety; old chimneys, in country doormat./ 


[...] elle extasia. Un moment, les cheminées Pamuserent, car il y en avait de 
toutes les espèces. Des cheminées coiffées d’un champignon retenu par de minces 
brides, avec des chapeaux très haut de forme, avec des nimbes travaillés à jour, 
dessinant sur Pair pur des images de piété; des cheminées bonnes vieilles, en 
paillasson de campagne. (Rachilde 1993, 21) 


In the phantasmagoric spectacle on the rooftop, chimneys are transformed 
into a variety of species and scenes from everyday life—from men in top 
hats to doormats. 
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This citation evokes the entertaining and seemingly magical illusions 
provided by technological innovations in art such as the Chat Noir shadow 
box theater. In his discussion of panoramas, Benjamin writes, “One sought 
tirelessly, through technical devices, to make panoramas the scenes of a 
perfect imitation of nature” giving the illusion of a pastoral landscape 
through the use of machines (2003, 5). Rachilde’s passage also resembles 
Manet’s illustration for Champfleury’s Les Chats (1870) of a black-and- 
white cat on an angular roof with serpentine tails waving in the haze of the 
Parisian night sky. In the center stands a tall, dark smokestack, with pro- 
longed black forms lurking in the distance. Industry, with its power to 
transform metal cylinders into mysterious creatures of the night, lies at the 
very heart of this print, which could be widely reproduced through print- 
ing technology. The cats, as animals trapped into a technological world, 
embody the human condition of the industrial era. Kete argues, “The cat’s 
absorption within bourgeois culture signals not merely the neutralization 
of the qualities it represented, but the abandonment in the late nineteenth 
century of organic metaphors for modernity” (Kete 1995, 135). According 
to the historian, this abandonment led to the later machine aesthetics of 
Fascism and Futurism. I propose a variation on Kete’s claim, arguing that 
during the Belle Epoque, Rachilde enfolds animals within the urban 
machine and muddles distinctions between the artificial /natural, human/ 
animal and man/woman. 

In L’Animale, this phantasmagoric theater is also a temporary space of 
feminine liberation. “A shadow wandered from smokestack to smoke- 
stack, and the young woman, isolated from the rest of the earth, a hun- 
dred leagues from the civilized world, forgetting the laws and customs to 
remember that she was as free as the wind that untied her hair/ Une ombre 
déambula de cheminée en cheminée, et la jeune femme, isolée du reste de la 
terre, à cent lieues du monde civilisé, oubliant les lois et les mœurs pour ne se 
rappeler quelle était aussi libre que le vent qui dénouait ses cheveux” 
(Rachilde 1993, 21). As a shadow, like those of the shadow box theater, 
moves across chimneys, Laure enters an enchanted no man’s land removed 
from the constraints of civilization. With wind untying her hair, she 
becomes a liberated, Amazon woman pillaring above the cityscape. Similar 
to the moving panoramas studied by Benjamin, the roof becomes an arti- 
ficial pasture, where the cat-woman can recall her bucolic upbringing 
through idylls, short pastoral poems or paintings. 

Rachilde also could be alluding to the “Latistic” (Nightingale), written 
by Marie de France in the twelfth century, implying that Laure’s relation- 
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ship with her lover is as confining as an arranged marriage in a medieval 
fortress. Her Haussmann-era apartment, which is “a former photogra- 
pher’s workshop, becomes a sort of glass cage where one could hear the 
rare bird, the bird of exotic countries where one does not understand its 
ardent song/un ancien atelier de photographe, devint une sorte de cage 
vitrée où il allait entendre chanter l’oisenu rare, Poiseau des pays exotiques 
dont il ne comprenait pas la chanson ardente” (Rachilde 1993, 141). In de 
France’s tale, a woman who speaks with her lover at night claims to sit by 
the window to hear the song of the nightingale, which her brutish hus- 
band kills. Rachilde portrays the imprisoned Laure as a captive bird, creat- 
ing beautiful forms of expression, but whose song is not understood by 
her male captor. 


6.6 AUTHOR ANIMAL 


Similar to the character in Marie de France’s tale who temporarily escapes 
her prison by sitting at the window, the caged Laure experiences a moment 
of freedom by watching the cats outside. “And Laure stayed faithful to 
him. Believing herself to be happy the whole year, until this night of ner- 
vous depravation during which, on a crystal roof, she saw cats dance in the 
moonlight! / Et Laure lui demeura fidèle, se crut heureuse toute une année, 
jusqu’à cette nuit de détraquement nerveux durant laquelle, sur un toit de 
cristal, elle vit danser des chats au clair de lune!” (Rachilde 1993, 141). 
Like the song of the bird, the dance of the cats implies that female animals 
are capable of various arts. The dynamic form of cat-art performed out- 
doors transcends the enclosed apartment, which crystalizes the woman’s 
place within the home. The novelist proposes a creative practice that is not 
fixed or stagnant—the mobility of art due to technical artifice corresponds 
to the social mobility of women. In this passage, animal-art that is specifi- 
cally linked to the female is a means of temporally freeing women from 
social constraints. Although Rachilde revolted against women’s writing, 
the possible reference to one of the earliest known French female authors 
could suggest the empowering nature of female literature about animals. 
Rachilde’s fantastic literary imagination gave birth to an avant-garde 
novel that subverts convention. Being in touch with one’s animal nature 
is a means of disconnecting from rational thought and undermining meta- 
physical constructs and their linguistic limitations. As Deleuze and 
Guattari argue, the notion of “becoming animal” causes creative ruptures 
in conventional discourse and “it breaks hermeneutic interpretation” 
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(Deleuze and Guattari 1975, 142). Rubin writes, cats’ “independent 
nature made them symbols of freedom and unconventionality. It was 
these aspects which the avant-garde artists and writers would find attrac- 
tive” (Rubin 2003, 10). 

As a rebellious spirit, Rachilde herself identified with cats and is legend- 
ary for her affection for animals. The author lived among birds, goats, two 
dogs, a ferret and her cat Minouflette; she also belonged to la Société 
protectrice des animaux and won several medals for her animal activism 
(Mélanges Rachilde 1983, 77-78). In fact, she claimed to be an interme- 
diary between the human and natural world. “I barely belong to the 
human species and am much closer to a species of animal” (Rachilde 
1926b, 3). Rachilde does not identify with being a writer, but rather an 
animal that barks or meows. She claims: 


This is where I must confess being, without any literature. Under the cloak 
of a woman writer, I remain psychologically stripped of everything. People 
have tried to tame me. I have tried to tame people. The result was always a 
series of misunderstandings that still exist! Perhaps I should have meowed, 
barked and screamed rather than write, translating myself by using the hor- 
rible process of writing a novel./ 


Je très peu partie de Vespéce humaine et je suis beaucoup plus proche de l'espèce 
animale. C’est la que je dois avouer, sans aucune littérature. Sous le manteau 
de la femme de lettres, je reste, psychologiquement, dénuée de tout. Des gens ont 
essayé de m'apprivoiser. Pai essayé d’apprivoiser des gens. Le résultat fut une 
série de malentendus qui dure encore !...Peut-étre aurais-je mieux fait de 
miauler, d’aboyer, de hurler que d'écrire, d'espérer me traduire en me servant 
du détestable procédé romanesque. (Rachilde 1926b, 2) 


Rachilde dismisses the assumed role of being a female writer as merely a 
cloak that masks her natural state as an uncivilized creature. The use of the 
past conditional tense illustrates regret that she has expressed herself 
through writing and not animal cries: “Now, I don’t understand, at least 
not in terms of human usage. I hear the care in one’s voice that it covers up, 
at least for me, the noise of the articulated word. Thus, I am charmed by 
the sound of this voice or I am horrified by it and I don’t bother analyzing 
the speech/Je ne comprends jamais, du moins selon Pusage humain. J'entends 
tellement le soin de la voix qu'il couvre, pour moi, le bruit de la parole articulée. 
Alors, ou je suis charmée par le son de cette voix, ou Pen suis horrifiée et je ne 
prends pas la peine d'analyser le discours” (Rachilde 1926b, 2-3). 
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Focusing on the sound or tone of words and the sensation they pro- 
duce, the author aims to have a visceral impact on the reader rather than 
an intellectual one. Of course, the complex vocabulary found in Rachilde’s 
novels easily undermines this claim. In her statement, Rachilde reverses 
the Cartesian emphasis on the ability to decipher meaning from words 
rather than the capacity to hear or parrot sounds as a fundamental point of 
demarcation between human and animal. Instead, Rachilde privileges a 
heightened sensitivity to perceiving “care” in one’s voice, which has the 
effect of “charming” or “horrifying her.” This priority over emotional 
understanding over supposed reason is a cliché attributed to females that 
supporters of the feminist care ethic have reappropriated as one of their 
highest values. Furthermore, through her “translation,” Rachilde’s litera- 
ture treats animals as both characters and coauthors, giving a voice to the 
voiceless. Colette, her friend and protégée, considers the cat’s purrs and 
meows as part of literary dialogue that need not respond to the male char- 
acter’s inquiries of “what” and “why”: 


—What do you mean, meow? And why meow? Is it a manner of speaking?’ 

—Meow insisted the cat. Meow.../ 

—Comment, me-rrouin? Et pourquoi me-rrouin? Est-ce une manière de 
parler? 

—Me-rrouin, insista la chatte, me-rrouin.... (Colette 1933, 13) 


It is possible that Rachilde and Colette “meow” in their works because 
they are affirming the particular mode of communication for this species. 
As Donovan and Adams write, the feminist ethic of care “calls for a 
renewed emphasis on dialogue with animals, learning their communica- 
tion systems, reading their body language phenomenologically, and taking 
these communications seriously in our ethical decisions” (Donovan and 
Adams 2007, 4). Interestingly, in Colette’s novel, it is the male protago- 
nist Alain who attempts to decode Saha’s language, whereas Camille 
attempts to destroy her, thus subverting the notion that the feminist care 
tradition only applies to women. Colette, thus, debunks the ways in which 
men are “socialized to consider compassion for animals as unmanly” 
(Donovan and Adams 2007, 3). 

Rachilde’s statement could also be likened to what Marie Darrieussecq 
calls “écriture de cochon” in her 1996 postmodern novel Truismes (Pig 
Tales), in which a woman becomes a sow that writes using her hooves to 
hold the pen. It is well known that Rachilde rejected écriture féminine and 
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desired to be considered to be on par with male writers such as Baudelaire. 
Even if Rachilde’s lurid prose is classified in the same genre as other male 
Decadent authors, much of her style remains uniquely hers. Like 
Darrieussecq, Rachilde’s comparison of her own writing to that of animals 
could be a means of distancing her writings from traditional humanist lit- 
erature, which is most typically created by men. Their scandalous accounts 
of female to animal metamorphoses as well as tales of bestiality and femi- 
nine lust represent a departure from more conventional novels. Anat Pick 
writes in the context of the contemporary novel Pig Tales, “If Darrieussecq 
avoids explicitly affirming, under the auspices of universal humanism, 
women’s dignity and agency, this is because she is out to contest the very 
inventory of humanism: dignity, autonomy, subjectivity, rationality, moral- 
ity and language” (Pick 2011, 100). Although Pig Tales is a radical novel 
written from the perspective (and in the perceived style of) a sow, one 
could argue that L’Animale, in many ways, contests the framework of 
humanism from a male-centered viewpoint. Rachilde does indeed belong 
within the canon of écriture féminine, not by writing from a female per- 
spective, but by “writing about the production of the feminine in litera- 
ture” (Weil 2006, 153). Rachilde articulates a problem posed by other 
later theorists, including Julia Kristeva and Hélène Cixous, about acknowl- 
edging difference without essentializing femininity. What exactly makes 
writing “écriture féminine” is impossible to pinpoint other than it dis- 
mantles patriarchal systems and totalizing narratives (Weil 2006, 161). As 
Cixous writes, “It will be conceived of only by subjects who are breakers 
of automatisms, by peripheral figures that no authority can ever subju- 
gate” (Cixous 1976, 883). 

Although it is questionable whether no authority can oppress the “cat- 
woman,” Cixous’ statement is, in part, applicable to Rachilde’s writing. 
The substantive “L’Animale” itself is an invented word, feminizing the 
masculine “animal,” thus creating new linguistic possibilities and concep- 
tual frameworks within literature. As Deleuze and Guattari suggest, “Write 
like a dog that digs his hole, a rat which makes his den. And, to do that, 
to find one’s point of underdevelopment, one’s own dialect, one’s own 
developing world to oneself, one’s desert to oneself/Ecrire comme un 
chien qui fait son trou, un rat qui fait son terrier. Et, pour cela, trouver son 
propre point de sous-développement, son propre patois, son tiers monde à soi, 
son désert a soi” (Deleuze and Guattari 1975, 33). In writing from a 
minoritarian perspective, a person can find one’s own unique language 
and carve one’s own unique niche, escaping the oppression of received 
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ideas or literary canons. In some ways, Rachilde’s revolutionary writing 
predates Cixous’ battle cry for women writers “to break up, to destroy; 
and to foresee the unforeseeable, to project” (Cixous 1976, 875). This 
revolt is rich with possible meanings and artistic forms: “You can’t talk 
about a female sexuality, uniform, homogenous, classifiable into codes— 
any more than you can talk about one unconscious resembling another. 
Women’s imaginary is inexhaustible, like music, painting, writing: their 
streams of phantasms is incredible” (Cixous 1976, 876). 

However, L’Animale is ambiguous and difficult to categorize as being 
either revolutionary or conservative because Rachilde herself claims to 
despise feminism. In the novel, although Laure is free from customary 
female roles, she is still bound by her economic attachment to men. As 
Sanyal writes of Rachilde, “Her resolutely anti-feminist stance, her 
Decadent elitism, and general hostility to progressive, social or political 
agendas, make it difficult to assign emancipatory politics to her fiction” 
(Sanyal 2006, 140). Rachilde writes, “No, I’m not a feminist. I don’t want 
to vote because it would bore me to deal with politics” (in Soldin 2011, 
22). Of course, Rachilde is not an exception when it comes to refusing the 
feminist label. Simone de Beauvoir herself rejected the term as well as do 
post-structuralist female authors such as Monique Wittig, Cixous, Irigaray 
and Kristeva, typically regarded as feminist in America (Weil 2006, 160). 
In the case of Rachilde, the author considered herself to be an individual 
and a nonconformist, but she was not a spokesperson for a political move- 
ment. Certainly, her work is more open to interpretation than a definitive 
political platform that advocates for specific rights. Her novels could be an 
example of revolutionary “minor literature” because they do not overturn 
society but reflect ruptures in the status quo. 

Rachel Mesch argues that Rachilde’s proclaimed intention “should not 
prevent us from recognizing the ways in which Rachilde’s writing may 
have interrogated relationships among sexuality, language and power that 
much later feminist theorists would explore explicitly” (Mesch 2006, 
124). As Haraway writes in the “Companion Species Manifesto,” which 
proposes both an organic and a technical feminist theory that considers 
human relationships with pets and machines as a means of subverting 
typological thinking, “Dozens of feminist writers have refused both rela- 
tivism and universalism. Subjects, objects, kinds, races, species, genres, 
and genders are the products of their relating. None of this work is about 
finding sweet and nice ‘feminine’ worlds and knowledges free of the rav- 
ages and productivities of power” (2015, 7). The rabid Lion’s penetration 
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of the bourgeois interior is a refusal of “sweet and nice ‘feminine worlds. 
However, far from Haraway’s affirmation, Laure is smashed on the side- 
walk rather than able to triumphantly stand on her own. 

Rachilde’s protagonist predates the comic book character of Catwoman, 
which made its debut appearance as “The Cat” in the first issue of the 
serial comic book Batman in 1940. Bob Kane, the cocreator of Catwoman, 
said, “I always felt that women were feline” (in Les Daniels 2004, 42). In 
the Tim Burton film Batman Returns (1992), Selina Kyle, a timid, unwed 
secretary, is pushed out of a corporate office window and is covered with 
street cats, yet survives. Physically transformed by this experience, the 
eventual supervillain becomes the empowered Catwoman who shreds all 
traces of clichéd, childish female identity. Black cat in arm, Selina enters 
her spinster apartment, throws her stuffed animals in the garbage disposal 
and blackens her dollhouse with spray paint. She tears apart its pink-walled 
interior and prepares to wreak havoc on the streets of Gotham. 

As a multitude of cats creep through her window, Selina sews claws 
onto her vinyl feline costume in front of a glowing neon light that reads 
“Hell Here.” Selina taps into a supposedly darker, more powerful aspect 
of the feminine—the violent female animal—which overturns human 
constructions of woman as meek and subservient. However, during the 
transitory period of the Third Republic, feminism was a nascent concept 
and the féline fatale could sometimes be tamed. Rachilde’s enigmatic 
characters reflect the uncertainty of this time period. As Laure is both 
animal and human, liberated and oppressed, urban and rural, and spiritual 
and demonic, so were the creatures of fin de siécle France. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Conclusion: Henri Rousseau and 
Synthetic Naïveté 


In 1905, a pack of wild beasts invaded the Salon d’Automne. In the flat- 
tened jungle of Rousseau’s imagination, a lion claws a petrified antelope 
under green leaves stacked like piles of paper. In the distance, a tiger crouches 
on a tree branch with its paw raised as if about to strike. No space separates 
the figures from the dense foliage behind them, unifying the animals with 
their environment. Although Rousseau was not considered a fauve painter, 
The Hungry Lion Throws Itself on the Antelope helped christen the Fauvist 
movement. Upon viewing this painting alongside the thick pastel daubs of 
Matisse and Derain, Louis Vauxcelles, a critic for Gil Blas Illustrated 
Supplement, famously wrote on October 17, 1905, “The candor of these 
busts surprises in the middle of the orgy of pure tones: Donatello amongst 
the wild cats/La candeur de ces bustes surprend au milieu de Vorgie des tons 
purs: Donatello chez les fauves” (Vauxcelles 1905, 2) (Fig. 7.1). 

With this exhibition, the artist-animal trope entered the twentieth cen- 
tury. Fauves, or big cats, refer not only to the subject matter but also the 
artists’ techniques—as if the simplistic forms in cheerful colors were cre- 
ated from a cat walking in paint and dragging its paws across the canvas. 
This “orgy” of colorful claw marks undermined the grandeur of the 
Quattrocento-style sculptures also found within the exhibition (Green 
2000, 15). It was as if Donatello, rather than sculpting in the Palazzo 
Medici, walked among lions and tigers in a painted jungle. 


© The Author(s) 2019 231 
C. Nettleton, The Artist as Animal in Nineteenth-Century 

French Literature, Palgrave Studies in Animals and Literature, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19345-4_7 


232 C. NETTLETON 


Fig. 7.1 Henri Rousseau. The Equatorial Jungle, 1909. National Gallery of Art. 
Open Access. United States Public Domain 


As a genius alongside fauves, Rousseau embodies the qualities that the 
Goncourt brothers, Zola, Laforgue, Mirbeau and Rachilde sought. A pro- 
vincial transplant-turned customs officer, Rousseau did not begin to paint 
until his 40s and was mocked by critics. The douanier was entirely self- 
educated, claiming to have “no master other than nature” (Ireson 2005, 
25). His flat landscapes could be seen as products of what Laforgue consid- 
ers a “natural eye,” absent of knowledge of depth perception (Laforgue 
1986, II 329). In fact, the tiger in his first animal painting, Tiger in a 
Tropical Storm (Surprised!) (1891), possesses a large, circular, childlike eye. 
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The predator lies at an impossible angle, with one leg behind a patch of 
grass and the other leg in front of the grass, suspended in mid-air. Its tail 
disappears and reappears behind another square of greenery. Such a sup- 
posedly nonhuman vision challenges our conceptions of space and defies 
logic—thus opening our minds to new and creative ways of perceiving. 

At the same time, Rousseau painted his primitive, tropical scenes within 
the artificial construction of the Jardin des Plantes, built in the Latin 
Quarter, the historical center of scholarship in France. His work could 
thus be compared to Manette Salomon, which portrays the garden as haven 
for ostracized artists and exotic animals. Rousseau paints a prelapsarian 
utopia where “wild beast and human partake in a single life. That life can 
be regarded as the all-absorbing presence of Nature” (Shattuck 1984, 93). 
The painter, like the garden, creates the fantasy of a Shangri-la, where 
human and animal coexist peacefully—unspoiled by the polluted city that 
surrounds it. His figures, reminiscent of the African tribal art that inspired 
Picasso, also suggest the colonialist fantasy of a return to a distant land 
where humans are one with all living creatures. 

In The Dream (1910), Rousseau blends together animals, vegetation 
and imaginary beings that would never be found together in reality. The 
artist shares such hybrid eukaryotic forms in common with Rachilde— 
who demolishes the boundaries between animal, human and vegetable 
along with breaking down societal and creative constraints. In the paint- 
ing, Rousseau includes a half-monkey, half-human wearing a skirt and 
playing the flute and a nude woman reclining on a sofa in the middle of 
the jungle. This erotic, dreamlike imagery dissolves the rules of logic and 
accepts the possibility of human/animal becomings. Perhaps the reason 
why Rousseau’s paintings truly do incarnate the spirit of the Jardin des 
Plantes is because they both represent amalgamations of many different 
forms of life, both real and imaginary, in a single space. 

Because the painter overlaps multiple sources to produce one coherent 
image (Ireson 2005, 21), art historians liken his paintings to both synthetic 
cubism and to digital photographic editing. For example, in The Merry 
Jesters (1906), Rousseau places a panther beneath two monkeys. The ani- 
mals are surrounded by flat, overlapping foliage that appears as if it were cut 
out of green construction paper and glued onto the canvas. A viewer could 
make the obvious comparison to Georges Braque’s and Picasso’s papier- 
collé collages dating from 1912 to 1914, the beginning of synthetic cubism. 
It could thus be argued that the artist-animal myth, and Rousseau as its 
incarnate, is an integral part of the foundations of modern art. 
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Why is this trope so central to the aesthetics of modernity? The artist- 
animal represents the possibility ofa genuine connection between humans 
and other forms of life. It is fostered by the insight of evolutionary science, 
which placed man within, and not above, a greater web of existence. 
However, we should recognize that this acute interest in the nonhuman 
was a reaction to the eradication of wildlife due to modern industry and 
urban planning. As threats of war, ecological decline and the dominance 
of machine technology become more and more eminent during the 
Anthropocene Era, the reverie of a safe haven becomes all the more neces- 
sary. The intermediary of art and artifice is a means of accessing flora and 
fauna. Before the turn of the century, the role of art thus transformed, first 
of all, to preserve the memory of species. Secondly, visual art and its liter- 
ary counterpart created a fantastic space—much like the modern zoo— 
where one can coexist with animals. 

Thus, to return to the essential questions raised in this book: Does the 
narrative that artists are animal-like reinforce and glorify the oppression of 
the minor figures of the nineteenth century—including imprisoned ani- 
mals, bohemian artists, colonialized subjects, subjugated women and sub- 
dued urbanites? Or could our physiological and behavioral identification 
with animals, as minor subjects, be empowering? Ironically, in the works 
of fiction studied in this book, the myth of the “artist as animal” repre- 
sents both liberation and containment. Although written in the context of 
the twentieth-century cyborg subverting modern dualisms, Haraway’s 
statement that “irony is about contradictions that do not resolve into 
larger wholes, even dialectically, about the tension of holding incompati- 
ble things together because both or all are necessary and true” (Haraway 
1991, 150) is applicable to the figure of the artist-animal. 

We have witnessed a progression from the Second Empire to the fin de 
siècle regarding the interest in both animals and the avant-garde in 
nineteenth-century France. Manette Salomon and Thérèse Raquin portray 
the ambivalence of a public that saw the creative potential of animals but 
chastised those who are supposedly most “animalistic” and therefore most 
marginal. Furthermore, in Manette Salomon, while the characters express 
an avant-garde contempt for traditional institutions, they are dependent 
on these institutions for their very survival. In Thérése Raquin, the uncouth 
yet innovative Laurent is like a wild beast roaming the city, which must be 
tranquilized and put to death. This brawny churl begins a legacy for the 
avant-gardists to come. 
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In Decadent works of literature, by contrast, we witnessed more of an 
affirmation of radical creative practices and their relation to other species. 
Although Laforgue’s ideal vision must be filtered through glass panels, his 
meditations on aquariums affirm nontraditional and nonhuman ways of 
seeing. Mirbeau’s In the Sky recasts a Zolaesque figure of the artist /assas- 
sin to play the part of van Gogh. However, Mirbeau is unique in that the 
work of art “becomes animal” itself and thus escapes the tyranny of the 
author’s intentions, theories and beliefs. The other possibility for emanci- 
pation for Mirbeau is not a retreat into nature in the topographic sense, 
but a retreat into the perception of nature in one’s own mind. These works 
construct the notion that by tapping into the “animal” part of the self, 
meaning the repressed fear, rage and terror that exist deep within any civi- 
lized being, they can stir the imagination and spark creative insights. 
However, the works also warn that if a person becomes too affiliated with 
animals, he or she may lose touch with humanity. However, this binary 
construction of “humanity,” often meaning an elite, well-educated, well- 
bred European male, was an idea that no longer made sense in a diverse, 
upwardly mobile society, and should indeed be destroyed. At the end of 
Rachilde’s novel, the rabid cat slays the human woman along with the 
connotations that “womanhood” often carried at this time. The literary 
transformation from person to fauve is a means of shedding the limiting 
ideology of what humans ought to be and allowing us to discover who we 
are within the greater scheme of life. Furthermore, these texts all suggest 
the interdependent relationship between all creatures. 

Art unites humans and animals in the nineteenth century. While the 
myth of the artist-animal is born out of artifice, it also suggests the revo- 
lutionary notion that we may share creative faculties with other species. 
The enigmatic functioning of nonhuman animals runs counter to the 
dominant ways of recognizing the world. According to Uexkiill’s A Foray 
into the Worlds of Animals and Humans, a fly may view a coach on a city 
street as a dark swirl, and a mollusk may view it as a faded contrast between 
light and dark (2010, 68). Could our awareness of alternative modes of 
perception inspire novel and unique artistic renderings? The works of art 
produced from the Second Empire to the fin de siécle were truly a revolu- 
tion in perception—from Pissarro’s fields of yellow and green dots to 
Morisot’s whirling female cherry pickers. The branches sway so dynami- 
cally, the painting all but comes alive. 
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Itis by reading the mostly unknown works of the writers who knew and 
defended the avant-gardists of the second half of the nineteenth century 
that we may have a better insight into their specific cultural context. 
Scholars have not rigorously discussed the importance of evolutionary 
theory and animality in the works of the Goncourt brothers, Laforgue, 
Zola, Mirbeau and Rachilde. These fields of thought are both essential to 
understanding a particular aesthetic of this period. 

In addition to bringing these works of artistic animal fiction to light, 
this book challenges our assumptions about what it means to be an animal 
versus human, both in the nineteenth century and today. Some of the 
criticism of the works studied in this project has implied that animals are 
poor imitations of human beings or that they are symbols of human fail- 
ure. However, as we have seen, many of the passages portray animals as 
creative beings that spark artistic inspiration. Just as Darwin aestheticizes 
honeycombs and birds’ nests as works of art that are exempt from human 
thought, traditions and rules, the literary impressionists sought creative 
freedom through contact with one’s more instinctual faculties. The notion 
that we may have something to learn from animals threatens our political 
and philosophical investment in being human, and it undermines our 
notions of creative achievement. For this reason, although this book 
argues that these works of fiction merit wider readership and more critical 
attention, they will probably, with the exception of Thérèse Raquin, remain 
minor works. After all, who is willing to place Degas’ ballerinas on the 
same instinctual level as a spider’s web? 

Whether their technique is instinctive or calculated, the impressionists 
and the artists of the Belle Epoque are still the most famous and most 
celebrated names in the history of art. The impressionists’ affiliation with 
nature, in particular, is perhaps what most attracts the urban viewer to 
their paintings. Even if signs of wildlife are not common in most modern 
cities, Steinlen’s Chat noir glares in the background of countless computer 
screens. Degas’ horses stampede through living rooms. Monet’s water lil- 
ies brighten up sterile office walls, giving us an imaginary window to a 
tranquil and idyllic garden in spite of our hectic, modern lives. Perhaps 
beyond our love of this beauty, our age owes more reflection and respect 
to the nineteenth-century literature that sought to record, examine and 
enhance an aesthetic that seeks to bridge the divide between humans and 
all other forms of life (Fig. 7.2). 


7 CONCLUSION: HENRI ROUSSEAU AND SYNTHETIC NAIVETE 237 


Fig. 7.2 Renoux, Jules Ernest (1863-1932). The Eiffel Tower and the Elephant 
by Fremiet (oil on canvas) / Musee de la Ville de Paris, Musée du Petit-Palais, 
France. Bridgeman Images 
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